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Nancy Corbett - Director 
Computer and Information Systems Branch 
Department of Communications 


At school | preferred doing math to a lot of reading or 
memorizing facts. | guess that’s what first attracted me to the 
computer field, because working with computers can be similar 
to solving math problems. But! soon learned that many jobs in 
the field involve working with people as well. In fact, my work 
now is very “people-oriented.” 


| started out thirteen years ago as a computer programmer in 
an insurance firm. Then | became a systems analyst. That's a 
person who helps design a whole computer system tailored to 
the special needs of a company or individual. In the various 
government jobs that | had over the years, | became more and 
more responsible for directing and supervising the develop- 
ment of computer systems. 


Now | work for the Department of Communications as director 
of the Computer and Information Systems Branch, which pro- 
vides computer services for the whole department. There are 
many scientists in this department doing research in areas such 
as telecommunications and satellites. One of our tasks is to 
help these scientists use computers in their research. 


For example, someone may need a computer to analyse 
measurements or draw graphs. Our job is to find out exactly 
what he or she wants to do, then decide what kind of hardware 
‘equipment) and software (packages of computer programs) will 
perform that particular task. 


Computers are also used in the administration of the depart- 
ment, So we give advice on computerized finance, personnel 
and inventory systems as well as on electronic mailing, filing 
and other office systems. 


It's a fine art to learn what questions to ask people so that you 
can find out exactly what they want to accomplish and what 
system will work best for them. You have to be a good com- 
municator, not just a technical expert. 


What | particularly like about my present job is the contact with 
people. | enjoy working with scientists, administrators, com- 
puter company officials and my own staff. | also enjoy tra- 
velling across the country quite often to meet with the scientists 
and other people who use our services. And there’s also the 
satisfaction of doing work that is beneficial to the government 
and the country as a whole. I’m helping find ways of using the 
computer as a sophisticated tool to improve research and the 
way organizations are run. Finally, the computer field is ex- 
citing because it’s developing quickly and offers constant 
variety and challenge. I've been able to go a long way ina 
relatively short period because of the demand for computer 
specialists during the last ten years. 


The fact that | had a mixed background and a variety of 
experience from different jobs helped me get to where | am 
today. | studied math and chemistry in university as well as 
business administration. | also have good communication skills 
because my mother ea me to develop the art of self- 
expression. 


| think it's a good idea for young people to study computer 
sciences nowadays, but | would also suggest science or 
business courses so that they have knowledge in fields in 
which computers are used a lot. They will also need com- 
munication skills for any kind of managerial position. 


Until recently, many women were reluctant to study computer 
sciences because they thought it was something only men 
could cope with. That's unfortunate. 


Actually, this is one of the best fields for women to enter, 

because it is a relatively new one and has many young people 
in it. There are fewer biases here than one might encounter in 
a field that is well established and traditionally male-dominated. 


The women I’ve known who've been computer specialists have 
been very capable and have gone far. 


Sylvie Beland - Junior Programmer 
Library System Centre 
National Library of Canada 


Most of the students in my computer programming class at 
CEGEP (community college) two years ago were women. That 
just shows how much things have changed because when our 
teacher took the same course twelve years ago, she was one 
of the few women to do so. 


People are realizing that computer sciences is a good field to 
enter. It's still new and expanding, so there are opportunities 
for jobs and career advancement. 


| work at the Library Systems Centre of the National Library of 
Canada where we have a computerized data base set up. All 
kinds of information that you might find in library catalogues is 
in the data base—indexes of authors, titles and so on. Resear- 
chers and librarians who use the system can find information or 
perform functions such as cataloguing books through their 
computer terminals. 


As part of a team of programmers | help maintain the data 
base by writing or changing programs to add information or 
new functions to the system. 


A program is simply a set of instructions written in a computer 
language that tells the computer how to organize information 
and how to respond to your commands. For example, there 
are programs in our system that enable you to find all the 
books written by a particular author or publications of a par- 
ticular province. 


it’s much, much faster than looking through a card catalogue. 


When | first came here fifteen months ago, | Knew only the 
basics of programming. But I’ve learned a tremendous amount 
on the job. | can now write more complicated programs and 
have an idea of how a library works. 


Some people might think that | have to sit in front of a com- 
puter terminal all day, but that's not so. Much of my time | 
document programs I’ve written, so that there’s a clear record 
of the changes I’ve made. | also spend a lot of time consulting 
with my co-workers or my supervisor. People here are very 
willing to answer questions and help me learn: | never feel 
alone or isolated. 


At the same time, | get to work independently, which is what | 
like. And it’s satisfying to use a computer because you can 
see the results of your work very quickly. When | write a 
program to improve our data base, | run tests to see if the 
program does what it’s supposed to do. It’s like working out a 
puzzle. It's very clear when you've done it right. 


| decided to become a programmer because | wanted to do 
something technical and | was good at maths and sciences. 
But at first | wasn’t sure what technical field to get into. My 
brother-in-law happened to be a computer programmer and in- 
vited me to visit him at his office. | got to see the kind of work 
he did and decided it was for me. When you're trying to 
decide on a career path, it’s very helpful to talk to people work- 
ing in the field. You get a better picture of what it’s all about. 


To be a programmer you need a logical mind. You should 
enjoy solving a problem by breaking it down into a sequence 
of steps. And you should be prepared to pay attention to 
details because you have to be very precise when using com- 
puter languages. It’s like working out a math formula, an 
approximate answer won't do. 


But you don’t have to be a real whiz in maths either. That's a 
misconception. Average intelligence and an aptitude for logic 
is what you need. A community college course will give you 
basic training, but you'll only really begin to understand the 
field once you're working. 


The more | learn in my job, the more | realize how much there 
is to know. The field is growing so quickly. It seems that 
almost every day new equipment and new software (ready- 
made computer programs) are being produced. But that’s what 
makes it interesting. | think it would be boring to know 
everything there is to know about your work. 


Careers in Computer Science 


Do you like solving puzzles? Do you enjoy working out the 
steps that will lead to the solution of a complicated problem. 
Would you enjoy finding ways to make organizations run more 
efficiently? 


There are many jobs in the computer field. - 
And many levels of responsibility. For example: 


Programmer Analyst: As a programmer analyst you might 
design small systems that analyse statistics used in the 
preparation of financial reports. 


Project Leader: Your duties would include developing a data 
processing project that will be used in weather forecasting. 


Project Manager: You may be asked to advise senior 
managers on how to introduce an automated filing system into 
the department. 


lf you think you'd like working with computers, find out more 
about the field. Contact your nearest office of the Public 
Service Commission of Canada for information on employment 
opportunities. 
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